
People with panic disorder have sudden and repeated attacks of fear that last 
for several minutes. Sometimes symptoms may last longer. These are 
called panic attacks. Panic attacks are characterized by a fear of 
disaster or of losing control even when there is no real danger. A 
person may also have a strong physical reaction during a panic 
attack. It may feel like having a heart attack. Panic attacks can occur 
at any time, and many people with panic disorder worry about and 
dread the possibility of having another attack.

A person with panic disorder may become discouraged and feel 
ashamed because he or she cannot carry out normal routines like 
going to the grocery store or driving. Having panic disorder can also 
interfere with school or work.

What Are The Causes Of A Panic Attack?

Panic disorder sometimes runs in families, but no one knows for sure 
why some people have it while others don’t. Researchers have found 
that several parts of the brain are involved in fear and anxiety. By 
learning more about fear and anxiety in the brain, scientists may be 
able to create better treatments. Researchers are also looking for ways 
in which stress and environmental factors may play a role.

Who Is At Risk?

Panic disorder affects about 6 million American adults and is twice as 
common in women as men. Panic attacks often begin in late adolescence or 
early adulthood, but not everyone who experiences panic attacks will 
develop panic disorder. Many people have just one attack and never have 
another. The tendency to develop panic attacks appears to be inherited.
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Diagnosis & Treatment

Panic attacks can occur at any time, even during sleep. An attack 
usually peaks within 10 minutes, but some symptoms may last 
much longer.

People who have full-blown, repeated panic attacks can become 
very disabled by their condition and should seek treatment before 
they start to avoid places or situations where panic attacks have 
occurred. For example, if a panic attack happened in an elevator, 
someone with panic disorder may develop a fear of elevators that 
could affect the choice of a job or an apartment, and restrict where 
that person can seek medical attention or enjoy entertainment.

Some people’s lives become so restricted that they avoid normal 
activities, such as grocery shopping or driving. About one-third 
become housebound or are able to confront a feared situation only 
when accompanied by a spouse or other trusted person.  When 
the condition progresses this far, it is called agoraphobia, or fear of 
open spaces.

Early treatment can often prevent agoraphobia, but people with 
panic disorder may sometimes go from doctor to doctor for years 
and visit the emergency room repeatedly before someone correctly 
diagnoses their condition. This is unfortunate, because panic 
disorder is one of the most treatable of all the anxiety disorders, 
responding in most cases to certain kinds of medication or certain 
kinds of cognitive psychotherapy, which help change thinking 
patterns that lead to fear and anxiety.

Panic disorder is often accompanied by other serious problems, 
such as depression, drug abuse, or alcoholism. These conditions 
need to be treated separately. Symptoms of depression include 
feelings of sadness or hopelessness, changes in appetite or sleep 
patterns, low energy, and difficulty concentrating. Most people 
with depression can be effectively treated with antidepressant 
medications, certain types of psychotherapy, or a combination of 
the two.

First, talk to your doctor about your symptoms. Your doctor 
should do an exam to make sure that another physical problem 
isn’t causing the symptoms. The doctor may refer you to a mental 
health specialist. 

People with panic disorder 
may have:

•	 Sudden and repeated attacks 
of fear

•	 A feeling of being out of control during a panic 
attack

•	 An intense worry about when the next attack will 
happen

•	 A fear or avoidance of places where panic attacks 
have occurred in the past

•	 Physical symptoms during an attack, such as a 
pounding or racing heart, sweating, breathing 
problems, weakness or dizziness, feeling hot or a 
cold chill, tingly or numb hands, chest pain, or 
stomach pain.

Signs & Symptoms
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